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What Is "Backwards 
Design"?
What Is "Backwards 
Design"?
Understanding by Design by Grant Wiggins and Jay 
McTighe
A typical "forward design" involves
1. designing learning activities,
2. building assessments around those, 
and
3. then drawing connections with the 
course goals
"Backward design" =
1. formulating learning goals
2. considering how to assess
3. considering how to teach
What Is "Backwards Design"?
Identify Identify desired results
Determine Determine acceptable evidence
Plan Plan learning experiences and instruction

























◦ Represent a “big idea” having enduring 
value beyond the classroom
◦ Reside at “the heart of the discipline”
◦ Require “uncoverage” (of abstract of often 
misunderstood ideas)
◦ Offer potential for engaging students
Framework acknowledges that not all 
instruction requires deep learning—
sometimes familiarity is sufficient.
What is "Backwards Design"?
Approach is consistent with ABA standards
• Standard 301: law schools must establish learning outcomes (of which 
competency in legal research is one outcome required by Standard 302)
• Standard 315: administrators and faculty should engage in ongoing 
evaluation of learning outcomes.
Guiding Principles: “Focusing on outcomes should serve as a catalyst 
for law schools to be intentional in curriculum development. The 
focus on outcomes should shift the emphasis from what is being 
taught to what is being learned by the students.”
“Backwards Design” 
at VanderbiltPLANNING
First Step: Have a Training!
UNDERSTANDING BY DESIGN-
VANDERBILT CENTER FOR 
TEACHING
Second Step: Plan Our Next Steps
https://cft.vanderbilt.edu/guides-sub-pages/understanding-by-
design/
Third Step: Implement the Plan!






•Design uniform "Backwards Design" 
elements for every class session
• Pre-Class Exercise
• Pre-Class Reading (handout with course LibGuide)
• In-Class Exercise
• Graded Assessment keyed to writing assignments
• Fall 2019: Three graded assignments
• Spring 2020: Two graded assignments
•Divide and conquer content design
•Weekly teaching meetings for feedback and 
evaluation of uniform content
Fall 2019 – Spring 2020: 
Teach
•50-minute synchronous class sessions
• Five sessions for nine sections of J.D.s in Fall & 
Spring
• Six sessions for two sections of LL.M.s in Fall only
•Uniform "Backwards Design" elements in 
every class session
•Individual instructor design (lecture, 
Brightspace classrooms, optional lunch 
workshops for LL.M.s, etc.)
•Evaluate uniform content throughout 
semester
Moving Online Due to 
COVID-19ADJUSTMENT
Spring 2020
•Last class was held remotely, due to 
coronavirus forcing the law school to close 
the physical space.
•Adjusting the in-person materials to the 
online environment.
•Different instructors, different approaches.
“Backwards Design” 






• Recalling learning goals when drafting
• Balancing individual goals with group goals
• Planning process is time consuming
• Made drafting assignments easier
• Consistency
• Saved time
• Flexibility with course design with respect 
to J.D.s versus LL.M.s
Evaluating the Transition 
to Online
•Backwards design allowed for transition to 
occur more smoothly
• Better utilization of asynchronous class 
time and online classroom (e.g., 
Brightspace) allowed us to 
maximize synchronous class time 
and enhance instructor individuality
•How the in-person exercises translated
•The need for additional instruction beyond 
completion of the in-class assignment.
Looking Forward
• Considerations for Fall 2020
1. Improving our online teaching abilities
o Online Course Design Institute
o Summer Series on Digital Pedagogy
2. Preparing for online 1L legal research 
instruction
o Synchronous or asynchronous teaching
o Providing support to students online
o Use of Brightspace
Resources
• Ryan S. Bowen, Understanding by Design, Vanderbilt University Center for 
Teaching, 2017, https://cft.vanderbilt.edu/understanding-by-design/.
• McTighe & Associates, 
Resources, https://jaymctighe.com/resources/ (includes general design 
templates appropriate to all disciplines).
• Grant P. Wiggins & Jay McTighe,
• Understanding by Design (1998).
• Understanding by Design Handbook (1999).
• Understanding by Design Professional Development Workbook (2004).
• Essential Questions: Opening Doors to Student Understanding (2013).
Questions? Feel Free to Contact Us!
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